H ave work environments emphasizing productivity and performance caught you by surprise? Occupational health nurse managers and their staffs now function in work settings in which it is not sufficient just to do the job, but demonstration of cost-savings and outstanding work performance is expected.
More and more, the case manager role is being utilized to minimize individual and group health care costs with an interesting result: the nurse's performance is on the line in the attempt to control costs. Occupational health nursing staff, confronted with demands to improve their productivity, are unclear about where along the way they missed the education or skills to function in a cost conscious environment.
Occupational health nurse managers cannot focus narrowly on training as the panacea for improving work performance. Managers need to analyze work performance issues, identify underperforrning individuals, and serve as mentors to enhance productivity among the occupational health nursing staff
The purpose of this article is to examine how an occupational health nurse manager can help employees to improve their work performance.
OPERATIONS IMPROVEMENT
Work performance issues are complex and involve, first and foremost, an evaluation of the process by which work is accomplished. Recognizing that the nurses who do the job may have significant insight into problems that hinder work performance, the first step for the occupational health nurse manager is to call a staff meeting to discuss job operations. Staff may report that their work is Occupational health nurse managers cannot focus narrowly on training as the panacea for improving work performance.
slowed by searching for stethoscopes or other equipment or having to wait for other departments to supply records or materials. Essential equipment and materials must be available in a timely fashion for employees to do the job (Melecki, 1989) .
Other comments regarding poorly organized work stations and inadequately supplied clinic rooms also must be heeded. These problems represent not only dissatisfaction but also can slow the performance of your staff Uneven work schedules, such as having either definite idle times or periods in high gear during each work day, also contribute to performance problems. Perhaps adjustments in scheduling, assignments, or staffing could alter the work so that steady production is maintained.
Sometimes staff will point out that they were unaware of your expectations for improved performance or that more information is needed to accomplish what you are proposing. Can you more explicitly communicate expectations and assist the staff to value your expectations? Information is the key here.
You may need to discuss your expectations with the staff several times each year (Orth, 1990) . If you cannot answer the technical ques-tions of your staff, bring in consultants or experts who can meet their educational needs. Without a doubt, educational sessions can provide critical information and skills needed to improve work performance.
Regular feedback to staff also can promote work performance (Melecki, 1989) . Individuals need written and verbal feedback to help them gauge their work performance. Reports on numbers and types of clinic encounters and cost savings provide concrete information which will assist the staff in understanding the work they do. Clear and specific recognition for work well done is valuable feedback for the staff From this feedback expectations can be gleaned and actions rewarded.
UNDERPERFORMERS
Subsequent to careful examination of work performance issues, your attention may need to be directed to the performance problems of selected staff Some individuals may need to be singled out because they underperform for reasons other than the nature of the operations. Every manager is challenged by workers who consistently do not meet the grade.
The first group of underperformers are those who cannot perform because of job deficiencies or personal problems which interfere with their work. These persons often are unaware that their work is suffering. For example, a newly hired nurse who demonstrates a lack of aptitude for working in prevention oriented occupational health and safety settings should not continue in the position past the probationary period. Similarly, an individual who requires excessive supervision may not be suited for this type of work.
Sometimes individuals with personal family and financial problems exhibit declining performance , moodiness, absenteeism, irritability, and difficulty with concentration (Urniker, 1989) . If you become dissatisfied with these individuals, do not reassign their work to other people to get the job done. Instead, discuss performance with problem individuals and suggest that they make an appointment to discuss personal problems with a representative from personnel or the employee assistance program.
Another category of underperformers are those who have lost interest in the work. These individuals may be bored, dissatisfied, or burned out. Inability to move up in the organization, lack of challenging assignments, feelings of being passed over, feelings of powerlessness, and waiting for retirement all contribute to poor work performance. The occupational health nurse manager can assist these individuals with setting realistic, challenging short term goals, offering a job rotation, or as a last resort, suggesting a job change.
A final category of underperformers are individuals who are overstressed. Sometimes excessive job demands, frustration, or even a second job create an overload. If overstressed, individuals tend to slow down rather than maintain good work performance. To relie ve stress, make certain that you are providing realistic deadlines, unambiguous fre-Sometimes excessive job demands, frustration, or even a second job create a work overload.
quent communications and feedback, and fair policies (U miker, 1989) .
MENTORING YOUR STAFF
Success in improving staff performance likel y may depend on how seriously you assume the role of mentor. Although some individuals may create problems and need special attention because of their underperformance, each individual on your staff is due a fair share of your concerted effort to help them improve. Even the best performers need to grow and excel.
A positive approach, with open communications, is reassuring and motivating for staff Individuals must feel that you respect their uniqueness and that you value their contributions. Coaching each staff member in private sessions can be useful for transmitting information and expectations in a personalized manner (Orth, 1990) .
As a mentor, the occupational health nurse manager must provide assistance and discussion of expectations on a regular basis. Saving your comments until evaluation time or until you have reached your limits of patience will not facilitate growth in the individual. To benefit from your assistance, individuals need scheduled time with you so that you can guide them, answer performance questions, and help them sort out unnecessary activities. Document in writing the nature of your discussions so that both you and the staff member can refer frequently to the decisions about agreed upon ways to reach performance goals.
In summary, improving work performance entails a review of your current operations as well as a look at individual staff members. Take a long look. You may find that job performance can be enhanced if you de velop your staff effectively, manage with competence, and focus on challe nges.
